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The Chairperson and members of the Hindu Student Society, 
colleagues, ladies and gentlemen 
 
Good evening, Molweni, Namaste 
 
Thank you for the honour and pleasure of being with you this 
evening. 
  
First, and foremost, congratulations on the milestone of the 
25th anniversary of your annual cultural show – this is a 
wonderful achievement.   
 
It is a great pity that neither the High Commissioner Mr Bhatia 
not the Consul General Mr Shringla can be with us this 
evening. Both of them have become good friends of Rhodes 
University since our first meeting a year ago, and later this 
year I will undertake an official tour of Indian universities as a 
guest of the Indian government to build partnerships between 
Rhodes and Indian universities. 
 
In preparing for this brief address, I was captivated by the 
words on the tickets for this cultural show, which read: The 
Hindu Student Society - ‘Igniting the flames of Hinduism’. And 
so it is this phrase, ‘Igniting the flames of Hinduism’, that I 
wish to briefly address this evening. 
 
In many different parts of the world, flames are increasingly 
being ignited of the kind that must be cause for great 
concern. These flames have their source in religious and 
cultural fundamentalism – whether this is Islamic 
fundamentalism, Christian, Jewish or, as has been 
regrettably and tragically seen in recent in times in India, 
Hindu fundamentalism. These are not flames of light but the 
extinguishing of light and an enveloping of us in darkness. 
These are not gentle flames of love and compassion and 
oneness that you assume would be associated with all 
religions, but incendiary flames of intolerance and hatred that 
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devastate, injure, maim and destroy innocent lives. These 
flames are also not of any deep spiritual nature, of the kind 
associated with the lighting of soft flames when we celebrate 
Deepavali, but the very antithesis of any spirituality and 
humanity. The flames of fundamentalism, whether religious 
or cultural do nothing for advancing human rights and social 
justice, ending poverty, hunger and disease, or creating a 
world characterized by greater equality and economic and 
social opportunities for the poor. 
 
I am confident that when you refer to ‘Igniting the flames of 
Hinduism’, these are not the flames to which you refer. It can 
never be, because Hindu culture, as I understand and 
appreciate it, is the very antithesis of the destruction and 
misery that fundamentalism wreaks today in different parts 
of the world.  
 
I take your reference, instead, to be about illuminating and 
sharing with the rest of society and humanity the wonderful 
insights and wisdom and great virtues of Hindu culture. 
 
This is a Hinduism that has as its fundamental core dharma 
or righteousness, something that we should all embrace and 
that we must hope becomes more understood and part of the 
character of public figures in our society and world.  
 
It is a Hinduism that has for centuries been a profoundly 
open and embracing culture rather than dogmatically textual 
or closed. Closed cultures become moribund and ultimately 
die. Open cultures, in contrast, that are open to other 
influences and to learning thrive and renew themselves 
reaching greater heights and depths of civilization and 
humanity. 
 
It is also a Hinduism that displays great tolerance of other 
beliefs and world-views and of difference and diversity of all 
kinds. The oneness of humanity that we must aspire to does 
not mean a homogenous society in which we all think and 
believe and act alike. Instead it means recognition of, respect 
for, and celebration of difference and diversity of all kinds, 
which have been characteristic of Hindu culture for centuries. 
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It is all too forgotten or misunderstood, but as Amartya Sen 
reminds us the Mahabharata and Ramayana are in the first 
instance not religious texts but outstanding epics that rival 
and perhaps surpass Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. It is your 
task and our task together to ensure that the Mahabharata 
and Ramayana - these great texts - come to enjoy the same 
space that Western texts occupy in our universities and 
intellectual and cultural. These are outstanding gifts of Hindu 
and Indian culture to humanity. 
 
Our literature and poetry celebrates Shakespeare and Joyce 
and Yeats but where is Tagore. Why not Tagore? Why do we 
deprive ourselves of great works that are associated with 
Hindu and More generally Indian culture? Is it because we 
believe that all great things can only come from the West? 
That the east has nothing to contribute to the world and 
humanity? Again, it is your task as the HSS to popularize and 
celebrate the wonderful inheritances and gifts of Hindu 
culture among those of us who remain uneducated. 
 
 
We live in interesting times in South Africa currently.  
 
 
 
 
 
Challenges to identity - 
 
 
 
 
 
Challenges to democracy 
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I end with Tagore, the ever-wise Tagore and a poem from 
Gitanjali: 
 
 
 
Mind Without Fear  
 
Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high;  
 
Where knowledge is free;  
 
Where the world has not been broken up  
into fragments by narrow domestic walls;  
 
Where words come out from the depth of truth;  
 
Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection;  
 
Where the clear stream of reason  
has not lost its way into the dreary desert sand of dead 
habit;  
 
Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening 
thought and action 
 
Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country 
awake. 
 
 
In closing, congratulations again on your 25th anniversary and 
I hope there will be many more. 
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